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gc Cunningham
Pa n d e m i c
K e n n y  reached in  f o r  th e  d a m p e r  h a n d le  and  b r o u g h t  d o w n  f lakes 
o f  r u s t — w a te r  s igns.  T h e  f i r e p la c e  leaked in  the  rare S o u t h e r n  
C a l i f o r n i a  ra in .  T h e y  never  used i t ,  b u t  K e n n y  w o r k e d  to  keep 
i t  o u t  o f  h is m i n d .  H o m e  re p a i r  was an a d d i c t i o n — the  des i re  to  
f o r t i f y  w h a t  one  o w n e d ;  b u i l d  on  i t ;  p r e e m p t  i ts wear .  H e  used 
a basebal l  bat  to  shove  a w a d d e d  to w e l  up  th e  Hue.  S ince  he was 
sea l i ng  th e  f i r e p la c e  in  p la s t i c ,  he d i d n ' t  t h i n k  the  to w e l  was n e c ­
essary, b u t  N i c o l e  w a n t e d  i t .
“ D o  y o u  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  o l d  PSA,  he asked her.  “ W h e r e  a 
h o m e  gets t o o  in s u la te d  a n d  b u i l d s  u p  r a do n? "
N i c o l e  was t i r e d ,  h a v i n g  sealed t w o  cas e m en t  w i n d o w s  
w i t h  d u c t  tape.  She peeled o f f  tape u n t i l  he r  l i n g e r s  gave o u t .
“ I never  heard o f  r a d o n  a r o u n d  h e re . ”
“ B u t  are we  in  d a n g e r ;  y o u  k n o w ,  in  the  same w a y  c h i l ­
d re n  s u f fo c a te  i f  t h e y  p u t  a p la s t i c  bag over  t h e i r  head?”
She k e p t  an anger  bea m e d  at the  tape  r o l l .  “ I t ’s w h a t  th e y  
said to  do.
H e  had th e  c o m p u l s i o n  to  t h r o w  his f a m i l y  in  th e  car  and  
race o u t  o f  t o w n ,  b u t  w h e n  he t h o u g h t  o f  h is job ,  i t  pa ra lyzed  
h i m .  H e  h a l f w a y  ex pe c ted  to  get  re h i re d  and  N i c o l e  seemed to  
be c a r r y i n g  o n  as i f  he w o u l d .  N o t h i n g  had ch a n g e d  f o r  her.  Ever  
s ince she p u l l e d  t h e i r  son,  Jacek,  o u t  o f  the  W a l d o r f  S c h o o l  to  
be c o m e  his teacher ,  the  t w o  o f  t h e m  ra re ly  l e f t  the  house.
S o m e t h i n g  a l i ve  r u s t le d  the  r i v e r  r o c k  o u t s i d e  the  w i n ­
dow .  She s t o p p e d  t a p i n g  a n d  th e  house  was s i l e n t  excep t  f o r  the  
d i s t a n t  beeps o f  Jacek ’s game.
“ A  d o g , ” w h i s p e r e d  K e n n y ,  m o v i n g  c a r e f u l l y  on  the  c rea ky  
f l o o r .  H e  p a r te d  the  R o m a n  b l i n d  no  w i d e r  t h a n  an e y e b a l l ’s p u -  
Pi i  to  f i n d  th e  back  o f  a l o o m i n g ,  g ray  head t r y i n g  to  see in  f r o m  
the  o p p o s i t e  edge.  T h e  c loseness s ta r t l e d .  H e  m o u t h e d  the  n a m e ,
81
“ G e r b e r . ”
Fred Gerber— herm it neighbor.
Sh e  s h o o k  h e r  h e a d  v i o l en t l y .  K e n n y  d i d n ’t l ike t h e  i dea  
o f  h i d i n g  in hi s  o w n  l i v i ng  r o o m ,  e s p e c i a l l y  s i n c e  G e r b e r  l o o k e d  
h ea l t hy .  It was  a c a u s e  for  c e l e b r a t i o n .  S e v e n t y - s e v e n ,  l i v i n g  a t  an  
a c c u s t o m e d  level  o f  f i l t h ,  G e r b e r  was  d r i v e n  by  a s e c r e t  d y n a m o .  
F o o t s t e p s  c l a p p e d  o n  t h e  p o r c h  a n d  t h e  d o o r  c r a c k e d  w i t h  a d u l t  
w e i g h t  l e a n i n g  in.  Sh e  w h i s p e r e d ,  “C a n  he  see t h r o u g h  t h e  d o o r ?  
I smel l  h i m . ”
K e n n y  s h o o k  hi s  h e a d ,  “ If we  ask  h i m ,  h e ’ll g o . ”
“ N o .  H e ’ll n ev e r  s t o p  t a l k i n g .  I t ’s d a n g e r o u s . ”
W h e n  f o o t s t e p s  r e c e d e d ,  N i c o l e  p e e k e d  o u t  a n d  w a t c h e d  
G e r b e r  h e a d  b a c k  to hi s  p a i n t - c h i p p e d  h o u s e ,  s u r r o u n d e d  by  
s t acks  o f  w h i t e ,  f i v e - g a l l o n  b u c k e t s .  H i s  i m m a c u l a t e  El C a m i n o  
s t o o d  o u t ,  s p a r k l i n g  ol i ve  w i t h  s h i n i n g  h u b c a p s .  El C a m i n o s  we r e  
a c u l t i s h  i t e m  in Eag l e  Rock .
" H e ’s h e a l t h y  e n o u g h  to  wa s h  t h a t  t r u c k . ”
“ I t ’s an  El C a m i n o , ” K e n n y  c o r r e c t e d .
Sh e  m o v e d  to  t h e  d o o r  a n d  c l a w e d  at  t h e  rol l .  “ I h a t e  t h i s  
t a p e . ” H e r  s c r e a m  w i p e d  a w a y  t h e  q u i e t .
J a c e k  s t o m p e d  in,  p e a r - s h a p e d  b o d y  s h a k i n g  l i ke  J e l l - O . 
“ W h y  are y o u  ye l l i ng?  In p u b l i c  s c h o o l ,  he  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  a 
s i x t h  g r a d e r ,  na i ve l y  t e l l i n g  bu l l i e s  hi s  n a m e  was  t a k e n  f r o m  a 
Pol i sh  g r a n d f a t h e r .  B u l g i n g  f r o m  u n d e r  o n e  of  hi s  t i g h t e r  G a p  T-  
s h i r t s ,  hi s  c h e s t  s u g g e s t e d  a p u b e s c e n t  gi r l ,  a n d  hi s  f i ne ,  s h o u l d e r -  
l e n g t h ,  b l o n d  h a i r  was  i d e n t i c a l  t o  hi s  m o m ’s.
N i c o l e  l o o k e d  up ,  f l u s t e r e d ,  r e c a l l i n g  t h e  v o ws  of  h o m e  
s c h o o l i n g .  “ Yes, w h y  a m  I ye l l i ng?  I h a t ’s a g o o d  q u e s t i o n .  S h o u t ­
i ng  m a k e s  m e  feel b e t t e r  b u t  e v e r y o n e  else has  t o  s u f f e r  m y  c o m ­
p l a i n t s ,  d o n ’t t h e y ? ”
“ W e ’ re a l i t t l e  t i r ed  f r o m  t h e  r a t i o n i n g , ” hi s  f a t h e r  sa id .
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fo o d  issues:
T h e y  c o n s i d e r e d  t he  lent i l  s o u p ,  b u t  c hos e  m i n e s t r o n e .  Food  was  
a da i ly  t op i c  a n d  K e n n y  was  sick o f  it. N i c o l e  was  sick o f  it, b u t  
c o u l d n ’t he lp  hersel f .  She  wa ve d  a m a t c h  over  t he  b u r n e r  un t i l  a 
medi eva l  b l ue  r i ng  w h o o s h e d  in a c i rcle ,  v a n i s h i n g  d r ea d .  They 
had  no  idea h o w  t he  gas c a me .  K e n n y  p e e ke d  a r o u n d  t he  s ide  o f  
t he  s u n s h a d e  on  t he  k i t c h e n  w i n d o w .  A squi r r e l  m o v e d  across  
t he  ga rage  roof ,  b u t  no  s ign o f  Ge r b e r .  A year  ago wh i l e  t hey  
were  v a c a t i o n i n g ,  he rol l ed t h e i r  t r ash  b i ns  b e h i n d  t he  hous e .  N o  
o n e  asked  h i m  to.  H e  ke p t  an eye on  t he  s t r ee t  a n d  w o u l d  l ikely 
shuf f l e  d o w n  t he i r  d r ive  at  s o m e  p o i n t  a n d  m a k e  n o t e  o f  K e n n y  s 
g e n e r a t o r  vent .  O r  he m i g h t  w i t h d r a w  for  weeks .  To c o u p l e s  old 
e n o u g h  to have  lost  a p a r e n t ,  t he r e  was  no  m y s t e r y  h o w  G e r b e r  
l ived:  w i d o w e d ,  ch i l d l ess ,  w i t h o u t  f ami l y — o n l y  Joe ,  his s c a v e n g ­
ing p a r t n e r  across  t he  s t reet .  T h e  can o f  l ent i l  s o u p  sat  a l one  on  
t he  floor .  K e n n y  t o o k  a m a r k e r  f r om t he  m u g  o f  pens  by t he  de a d  
p h o n e  a n d  s q u a t t e d  o n  his left  leg. The r i gh t  o n e  h u r t  i f  he sat  on  
it, h a v i n g  r u i n e d  his c a l f  mu s c l e  p a i n t i n g  t he  garage .  1 he  can was  
l abe l ed “ 1.” H e  c rossed  it ou t .
“ I guess  we  can  a d d  l ent i l s  to t he  last  day,  w h e n  we 11 re ­
ally ne e d  s o m e t h i n g  e x t r a . ”
In t he  c o r n e r  o f  t h e  k i t c h e n  was  an  u n g a i n l y  s t ack  o f  cans  
a n d  boxes .  It l oo k e d  l ike s o m e t h i n g  G e r b e r  h o a r d e d .  I hey  had  
ea t en  careless ly for  a week  be fo r e  b u c k l i n g  d o w n  a n d  r a t i o n i n g .  
T h e  cans  were  n u m b e r e d  w i t h  a Sh a r p i e  f r o m  3 to 44 .  S a n d w i c h  
bags full  o f  r ice,  nu t s ,  c racke r s ,  rai s ins ,  a n d  s c oops  o f  o a t m e a l  
were  t a pe d  to t he  cans  a n d  jars.  Boxes  o f  m a c  & cheese  ha d  an 
i ndex  ca rd  w i t h  a day  n u m b e r  a n d  s e r v i ng  sizes.
Peaches  a n d  p o w d e r e d  mi l k  wer e  to s t a r t  D a y  1, a way  
o f  w e a n i n g  j acek o f f  cereal .  H e  p r e v i ous l y  l iked pe a che s ,  b u t  
c o m p l a i n e d  a n d  asked  for  t he  nex t  d a y ’s r a t i on  o f  H o n e y  N u t
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C h e e r io s ,  q u i t e  poss ib ly  the last box of cereal  in Eagle  Rock ,  p u r ­
chased  f rom  W o n  Liquors .  N ic o le  be l i eved  a c h i ld  had  the  r ig h t  
to choose  meals.  1 he best  she c o u ld  do  was set an  e x a m p le .  I he 
peaches  were p u s h e d  a he ad  w i th  h o p e  tha t  a g o o d  n i g h t  s s leep 
m ig h t  c h a n g e  his m i n d .  She a n d  K e n n y  were also d e n i e d  a sha re  
of peaches ,  s ince  they  c o u l d n ’t o p e n  the  can  a n d  save s o m e  for 
Jacck w i t h o u t  a w o r k i n g  re fr igera to r .
At the  ev e n in g  meal ,  Jacek had c o m p l a i n e d  a n d  they  
h a n d e d  over  the  last o f  the  C h e e r io s ,  p u l l e d  f rom  D a y  4. W o r r i e d  
a n d  w i th  l i t tle  a p p e t i t e ,  K e n n y  a nd  N ic o le  d e c id e d  to  save the  
lent i l  soup .  T h e r e  w a s n ’t even a r e m o t e  c h a n c e  Jacek  w o u l d  eat  a 
lent i l .
W h e n  D ay  2 cam e ,  befo re  they  c o u l d  eat  the  c a n n e d  pears ,  
K e nny  and  N ic o le  wa i ted  for  Jacek  to w ake  up ,  s ince  he w e n t  to 
bed well past  m i d n i g h t  a nd  s lept  un t i l  n o o n .  T h e y  had  a p lan  for  
the  pears . Jacek said pears  m a d e  h im  gag b u t  t hey  t h o u g h t  the  
pears  m ig h t  m ake  the  peaches  look  a t t r ac t ive .
There were g u n s h o t s  a n d  a s w a g g e r in g  m u f f l e r  b e lc h e d  
d o w n  La R oda  Street .  K e n n y  peeked  a r o u n d  the  shade .
“G e r b e r ’s w i n d o w ’s s h o t . ”
“A d r iv e -b y ? ” The ph rase  s e em e d  o u t - o f - p l a c e ,  b u t  a c c u ­
rate.
“ 1 be t  i t ’s s o m e t h i n g  to  do  w i th  t h a t  El C a m i n o .  H e ’s had  
offers,  b u t  h e ’ll never  sell .”
Those fu c k in g  El C a m i n o s , ” N ic o le  said softly.
She ch e ck e d  Jacek.  H e  was still  as leep.  At  m idda y ,  he go t  
up  a n d  d r a n k  c h o c o la te  p o w d e r e d  milk  (a b less ing ,  he a c c e p t e d  
milk  m a d e  from tap wa te r) .  It fo r t i f i ed  h im  for  g a m e  play. Af ter  
a b a t t e ry  c h a n g e  in the  a f t e r n o o n ,  J a c e k ’s h u n g e r  c a m e  on  full - 
force,  b u t  he w a n t e d  the  mac  & cheese  r a t i o n e d  for  d i n n e r .  That  
gave his p a re n t s  the  go a he ad  on  pears ,  i n c l u d i n g  J a c e k ’s share ,  
w h ic h  they  d e v o u re d  l ike hyenas.
cunriingham
As l i g h t  fell o n  D a y  2,  t h e  e f f ec t  o n  t h e  c a s e m e n t  w i n d o w s  
gave  K e n n y  an  e m p t y  s e n s e  t h a t  t h e  d a y  wa s  l os t  a n d  a n y t h i n g  
h o p e f u l  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  s t a r t  t o m o r r o w .
“ M i n e s t r o n e  s o u p ,  N i c o l e  p i t c h e d  h e r  v o i c e  t o w a r d  
Jacek ' s  r o o m .
“ H e ’s ful l  o n  m a c , ’ K e n n y  s a i d ,  b u t  h e a d e d  t h e r e  a n y w a y .  
H e  s a w J a y ’s b a c k  a g a i n s t  t h e  b e d ,  h i s  s t o m a c h  a n d  k n e e s  f o r m i n g  
a she l f  h o l d i n g  t h e  g a m e  c o n s o l e .  T h e  a i r  wa s  m o i s t  w i t h  d i r t y  
c l o t h e s ;  a sea o f  p r i c k l y  g a m e  f i g u r i n e s  t h r e a t e n e d  b a r e  feet .  G e r ­
ber ' s  h o u s e  c a m e  t o  m i n d ,  f i l l ed  w i t h  o t h e r  p e o p l e ’s j u n k ,  p e r h a p s  
s o m e  o f  it p l u c k e d  f r o m  K e n n y ’s o w n  t r a s h  b i n .
N i c o l e  h a d  i n s t r u c t e d  h i m  n o t  t o  c r i t i c i z e  J a c e k ’s r o o m .  
H a v i n g  s t u d i e d  t h e  w a y s  o f  D e l i g h t - D r i v e n  L. ea rn i ng ,  N i c o l e  b e ­
l i eved  s h e  a l o n e  p o s s e s s e d  a f o r m u l a  f o r  g u i d a n c e .  K e n n y  w o u l d  
h a v e  t o  w a i t  u n t i l  t h e i r  p r i v a t e  t i m e  in b e d  t o  l e a r n  m o r e ,  s i n c e  
J ac e k  s t a y e d  u p  so lat e .
“ H o w  b o u t  s o m e  d e l i c i o u s  m i n e s t r o n e ?  he  a s k e d  hi s  s o n .  
“ I t ’s g o t  p a s t a  s h e l l s . ’
W h e n  K e n n y  p u l l e d  t h e  s h e e t  o v e r  h i m ,  hi s  s t o m a c h  r u m ­
b l i n g ,  h e  r e a l i z e d  t h e  s o u n d  wa s  n o t  m u t e d  as N i c o l e  h a d  a s k e d  
a n d  h e  wa s  t r a c i n g  J a y ’s m i n d  in g a m e  play,  d e c i s i o n  s p e e d  a n d  
f l u e n c y  m a r k e d  b y  w h i r r s  o f  n a v i g a t i o n .  S o l d i e r  v o i c e s  c r i e d  for  
h e l p ;  o t h e r s  o f f e r e d  J a y  c o n g r a t u l a t i o n s :  “G o o d  s h o o t i n g ,  mi s -  
ter.
“ I d o n ’t l i ke  h i m  u p  al l  n i g h t ,  h e  s a i d  w h e n  N i c o l e  
c r a w l e d  in.  “ It w o u l d  b e  ea s i e r  i f  h e  a t e  w i t h  us.
“ 1 k n o w .  I t h i n k  o n e  i d ea  is t o  s l e e p  o n  hi s  s c h e d u l e .
“ I c a n  t. I h a v e  t o  b e  u p  in  ca se  t h e  N a t i o n a l  G u a r d  c o m e s  
by.  T h a t ’s h o w  t h e y  m i g h t  d i s t r i b u t e  v a c c i n e s  i f  e v e r y t h i n g ’s st i l l  
d o w n .
S h e  l o w e r e d  h e r  v o i ce .  “ I t ’s crazy,  c u t  of f  l i ke  t h i s .  I c a n ’t
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b l o g  o r  t a lk  to J enn i f e r .  I k n o w  she  h a d  a s l eep  p r o b l e m  w i t h  
Zeke ,  h u t  I d o n  t r e m e m b e r  w h a t  she  d i d .  I m  t h i n k i n g  1 c o u l d  set  
t h e  a l a r m  at  t w o ’ a n d  get  u p  a n d  s ugges t  he c o m e  to  bed .
“C a n  I c l ean  his r o o m ?  H o w  d o  y o u  m a k e  c l e a n i n g  a r o o m  
d e l i g h t f u l ? ”
“T h e  d e l i g h t - d r i v e n  wa y  is to sugges t ;  s h o w  e x c i t e m e n t  
a b o u t  hi s  cho i ce s .  N o w  w h e n  t h a t  d o e s n ’t w o r k — a n d  s o m e t i m e s  
i t ’s i m p o r t a n t  for  h e a l t h ,  l ike b r u s h i n g  t e e t h — y o u  st i l l  c a n t  
force  a ch i l d ,  b u t  yo u  can  w i t h h o l d  a p p r o v a l .  R e m e m b e r  w h e n  I 
w o u l d n ’t l ook  h i m  in t h e  face u n t i l  he  b r u s h e d  b e c a u s e  I sa i d  it 
was  yucky?  T h a t  o n l y  t o o k  a few d a y s . ”
“ Is he b r u s h i n g ?  Hi s  b r e a t h  s e e ms  f o u l . ”
“ H e  says he is b u t  w e ’re as l eep,  so t ha t ' s  a n o t h e r  r e a s on  for  
me  to get  up  at  t wo.  I can  casua l l y  smel l  his b r e a t h .  Let  m e  f i gure  
o u t  a r e w a r d . ”
K e n n y  was  o n l y  t o o  h a p p y  to.  H i s  c h e s t  fel t  as i f  a h o r s e  
was  s t a n d i n g  on  it. M o s t  o f  t h e i r  f r i e nds  h a d  a b a n d o n e d  t h e  ci ty,  
b u t  he a n d  N i c o l e  t h o u g h t  t h e  q u a r a n t i n e  was  safer.  T h e  p r o b ­
l em was  t r y i n g  to t h i n k  w i t h  a car  a l a r m  g o i n g  off .  I f  Jay  g o t  t h e  
s i ckness  a n d  d i e d ,  w o u l d  N i c o l e  w a n t  to live? K e n n y  p u s h e d  his 
h a n d s  l ike a p a d d l e ;  w a t e r  f l owed  in c u r r e n t s  b e t w e e n  t h e  f i nger s .  
H e  c l a we d  at  t h e  su r f ace ,  r e a c h i n g  for  ai r  a n d  l i gh t ,  t r y i n g  to  get  
a wa y  f r o m t h a t  a l a r m a n d  awfu l  d r e a d .  In  a m o m e n t  as p u r e  as 
o x y g en ,  he h a d  t h e  k i n d  o f  p o i n t e d ,  i n t e n s e  r e v e l a t i o n  o n l y  f o u n d  
in n i g h t ma r e s :  he  d i d n ' t  l ike hi s  son .
K e n n y  was  c l u t c h i n g  a b a t t e r y - p o w e r e d  B r a u n  c l o c k  t h a t  
read 2 : 1 0 .  N i c o l e  h a d  h i t  t h e  s n o o z e  b u t t o n .  H e  f o u n d  h e r  a n d  
J ac ek  in t h e  k i t c h e n ,  i l l u m i n a t e d  by s t abs  o f  l a n t e r n  l i gh t .  She  
was  c o o k i n g  ma c  &  cheese .
“J a c e k ’s s t o m a c h  h u r t s .
“ I t h i n k  I have  t he  s i cknes s ,  D a d .  M y  eyes a re  b u r n i n g . ” 
“ I t ’s ca l l ed  ey e s t r a i n ,  Jay . ”
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Ni c o l e  p o u r e d  n o o d l e s  in t he  po t ,  careful ly ,  b u t  t he  b o i l ­
ing wa t e r  s p l a s hed  he r  h a n d .
“ You ha d  t he  s i ckness ,  d i d n ’t you .  M o m ? ”
“ I had  r egu l a r  f l u . ”
“ We d o n ’t k n o w  w h a t  y o u r  m o m  had .  It c o u l d  have  been  
a mi l d  case o f  s ickness .
“ I t h i n k  I have  a mi l d  case . ”
“ D o  you  feel l ike ea t i ng?
“ I ’m s t a r v i n g . ”
“ I he n  you  d o n ' t  have  n o d d i n g  disease.  T h i s  was  a t i r e ­
s o me  r o u t i n e  b u t  K e n n y  t h o u g h t  it m i g h t  be t he  b e g i n n i n g  o f  
J a y ’s a d u l t  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  de a t h .
K e n n y  s h i n e d  his p r e c i ous  Ma g l i t e  on  t he  m a c  & cheese  
a nd  t h e n  r e m e m b e r e d  his o w n  rule  n o t  to was t e  ba t t e r i e s  i f  a n ­
o t h e r  l ight  b u r n e d .
“ T his ma c  is for  D a y  5. W h a t  are you  g o i n g  to eat  on  Da y
5?”
“ D a d ,  I can  see t he  m a c  & cheese  s i t t i ng  t here .  I f  you  
d o n ’t w a n t  me  to obsess  over  it, you  s h o u l d  h i de  it l ike Sa n t a  
C l a u s — unt i l  C h r i s t m a s .  H e  r efe r red  to Sa n t a  in a way  t ha t  m a d e  
K e n n y  w o n d e r  if N i c o l e  had  t o ld  h i m .  T h e  r a t i o n i n g  was  fal l ing 
apa r t .  T h e r e  was  no  h a n d y m a n  he c o u l d  call  t o  fix it.
Jacek  c o u n t e d  a l o u d ,  “O n e ,  t wo ,  t h r e e . . .  p o i n t i n g  o u t  
t he  m a c  & cheese  a p p e a r i n g  every  f o u r t h  day  in t he  s tacks .  “T h i r ­
teen boxes .  I c o u l d  eat  o n e  a day.  T h a t ’s a l m o s t  t wo  weeks .  See,  
just  be c aus e  I ’m  in F u n - S c h o o l  does n ' t  m e a n  I can' t  c o u n t .
“ I never  said t h a t . ” K e n n y  rai sed his vo i ce  l o u d e r  t h a n  he 
m e a n t  to.  “ I k n o w  you  can c o u n t ,  b u t  we r a t i o n e d  for  f o r t y - f o u r  
days.
“You t o ld  M o m  I c o u l d n ' t  be a s c i en t i s t ,  be c aus e  I c a n ’t
c o u n t .
“You can  c o u n t  w h e n e v e r  you  w a n t ,  N i c o l e  said.  “ I f  you
cumiingham
w a n t  to be a sc ient i s t ,  you' l l  l earn m a t h  w h e n  you  w a n t  it. Then 
y o u ’ll learn it faster  because  i t ’s fun. "  She  was r u b b i n g  he r  eyes.
“ Ken,  this  is a l e a r n i n g  m o m e n t .  H e ’s d i s c o v e r i n g  m a t h . ”
bathing:
At n o o n ,  a l one  in t he  l iving r o o m ,  K e n n y  was  t ry i ng  to 
r e m e m b e r  wha t  day  it was.  Ni co l e  h a d n ’t s t i r r ed  w h e n  he left  t he  
bed.  T h a t  m e a n t  she t ook  A m b i e n .
Shower day. T h e y  t o o k  s hower s  every t h ree  days.  Ke n n y  
e n j oyed  t h e m  wi t h  a p l easur e  equa l  to J ac e k ’s d i s l i ke— a n o t h e r  
way his son r e s e mb l e d  Gerber .
He  w o r k e d  o u t  a s c he du l e  lor  t he  ge ne r a t o r .  A f lee ing 
n e i g h b o r  l oaned  it to powe r  K e n n y ’s e l ec t r i c  wa t e r  hea te r ,  wh i c h  
he u n f o r t u n a t e l y  u p g r a d e d  I rom n a t u r a l  gas be for e  t he  crisis.  
W i t h  t he  Shel l  a n d  76  s t a t i ons  s h u t  d o w n ,  K e n n y  s c r a m b l e d  to 
f ind n i ne  gal lons  of  gasol ine ,  s i p h o n i n g  m o s t  o f  it f r om o ne  o f  
t he i r  t wo cars.
Hi s  pub l i c  school  m a t h  t o ld  h i m t hey  ha d  t we n t y - f i ve  
m i n u t e s  of h o t  water ,  every t h i r d  day  un t i l  t he  f ood  ran o u t .  T h e  
p r i o r i t y  was t he i r  bodies .  C o o k w a r e  rece ived a s i nk  of  h o t  wa t e r  
in the  k i t c he n ,  a n d  the  last pa r t  was to fill t he  t ub  for  l a u n d r y  
before  s h u t t i n g  o f f  t he  gene ra t o r ,  t i m e d  to t he  Br aun .
A f i f t e e n - a mp  c o r d  s na ke d  up  t he  b a s e m e n t ,  f ee d i ng  a 
powe r  s t r i p  t ha t  servi ced t he  TV,  c o m p u t e r ,  a n d  b a t t e r y  charger .  
Ke n n y  un s c r e we d  the  Magl i t e ,  b u t  he c o u l d  tell it was empt y .  
Jacek t ook  the  ba t t e r i e s  for his g a me ,  a n d  t he r e  was usua l l y  no 
w o r k i n g  Ma g l i t e  t he  n i gh t  be fore  s h o we r  day.
He  pe e ked  o u t  at  G e r b e r ’s. T h e  last  car  he a r d  was t he  
s h o o t e r s .  Hi s  foot  p o k e d  at  t he  p las t ic  shee t  a r o u n d  t he  f i replace  
a n d  he no t i c e d  old,  b l ack  wa t e r  s t a ins  on  t he  f loor.  H e  t r i ed no t  
to wo r r y  bu t  t he  less he u n d e r s t o o d ,  t he  m o r e  it cost .  C h i m n e y s
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were  speci a l i zed.  I he h o u s e  also n e e d e d  a n e w  r o o f  a n d  t he  c o n ­
n e c t i o n  to t he  c h i m n e y ,  t he  f l ash ing ,  m i g h t  be t he  s ou r c e  o f  t he  
leak.  I ha t  s h ow  it we n t .  O n e  r epa i r  s p read  to t he  nex t  l ike a 
vi rus .  H e  hea rd  g a m e  s o u n d s .
“S h o w e r  day, ’ he said w h e n  Jay c a m e  o u t  for  mi lk .
“ Re c ha r ge  day," Jay ins i s t ed .  “ M y  ba t t e r i e s  are we a k  a n d  
suck i ng . "
“ We r e  you  guys  u p  late?"
“ I d o n ’t know.  M o m  was  o n  t he  c o u c h  a n d  I w o k e  her  a n d  
to ld  her  m y  idea.  Li s t en .  If I was  an angel  a n d  had  h u g e  wi ngs ,  
h o w  w o u l d  I go to bed? W o u l d  I have  to s leep o n  m y  s t o m a c h  or  
c o u l d  I fold t he  wi ngs  a r o u n d  me  l ike a b l a n k e t ? ”
K e n n y  r e m e m b e r e d  g o i n g  to bed  a lone .  “Are  you  t a l k i n g  
a b o u t  a v i d e o g a me ?
“ No ,  i t ’s an idea I i nve n t e d :  I f  I was  an  angel .  M o m  said it 
was  very  o r i g i n a l . ” H i s  f inger s  j a bbe d  t he  g a m e  b u t t o n s .  “T h e s e  
M a g  ba t t e r i e s  are shi t . "
K e n n y  had  t he  ur ge  to r e p r i m a n d  h i m ,  b u t  t he r e  was  no 
cable  T V  to b l a m e  s ince  t he  gr id  was  s h u t  d o w n .  H e  a n d  N i c o l e  
c u r s e d  a lot  d u r i n g  t he  first  s tage  o f  t he  p a n d e m i c .
K e n n y  l i f ted t he  gri l l  f r o m  t he  hall  f loor .  It was  i n t a k e  for  cen t r a l  
air, b u t  he had  d i s m a n t l e d  t he  d u c t w o r k  a n d  used t he  ho l e  to 
reach t he  b a s e m e n t .  O t h e r w i s e  t he  on l y  e n t r a n c e  was  f r o m  t he  
ba c kya r d .  S i t t i n g  at  t he  edge ,  r e s t i ng  his feet  on  a s t e p l a dde r ,  t he  
cool  air  hi t  his cheeks .
Af t e r  f i l l ing t he  reservoi r ,  he  r e t u r n e d  t he  gas c o n t a i n e r  to 
a safe n o o k  by J a y ’s old t r i cycle  a n d  a s h e l f  o f  1993  Encyclopedia 
Britannica. O n  t he  s e c o n d  pul l  of t he  co r d  t he  b a s e m e n t  c a m e  to 
life. A n y b o d y  o n  t he  b l ock  w o u l d  hea r  t he  ge ne r a t o r ,  p e r h a p s  a 
mi l e  away  in t he  hi l ls.  H e  c l i mb e d  o u t  a n d  p u t  a b l a n k e t  on  t o p  o f  
t he  gril l  to muf f l e  s o u n d ,  pr essed d o w n  wi t h  a c o u p l e  Britannicas.
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I h e  s h o w e r  s p r a y e d  w a r m  a n d  s t r o n g .  H e  r e ca l l ed  t h e  f i rs t  
d a y  h o m e ,  c u t  l oos e  f r o m  his  j ob ,  a n d  w a n t e d  t o  b r i n g  b a c k  t h a t  
f ee l i ng ,  t h e  joy of  f a mi l y  v a c a t i o n .  It d i d n t  m a k e  s en s e  d u r i n g  a
cr i s i s  b u t  t h e y  all h a d  it.
“ I ’m  o u t ,  I ’m o u t . ” N i c o l e  was  r e a d y  to  t a k e  hi s  p l ace .  H e  
c h e c k e d  t h e  c l o c k  a n d  w a l k e d  b r i s k l y  t o  J ay  o n  t h e  c o u c h ,  p i c k ­
i ng  his  bit;  t oe .  Jay,  e l even  m i n u t e s ,  b e t  s d o  it.  J ‘ty m o a n e d  a n d  
h u g g e d  hi s  r o b e  a r o u n d  h i m  l ike t h e  a n g e l  he  i n v e n t e d .
“S h o w e r  day.  Let  s d o  it.
Hi s  vo i ce  b r o k e .  I d o n  t n e e d  a s h o w e r ,  I h a v e n  t s w e a t ­
ed.  K e n n y  t o o k  h o l d  o f  a w i n g .
“ O u c h ,  y o u ’re h u r t i n g  m e . ” All  K e n n y  c o u l d  t h i n k :  he  
s h o u l d  h ave  s h o w e r e d  last ,  m a k i n g  N i c o l e  h a n d l e  h i m .  H e  r e a l ­
ized she  was  d e a f  in t h e  b a t h r o o m .
“ I f  y o u  d o n ’t ge t  in t h e  s h o w e r  I wi l l  a c c i d e n t a l l y  s t e p  o n  
y o u r  g a m e  c o n s o l e . ”
J a y  b o r e  t e e t h  a n d  left .  A n o t h e r  t h r e e  d a y s  a n d  t h e y  w o u l d  
d o  t h i s  ag a i n .  H e  p o w e r e d  t h e  1 V w h i l e  d r y i n g  h i m s e l f ,  f l i p p i n g  
ac ros s  b l i n k s  o f  w h i t e  n o i s e — n o  i m a g e s  at  al l ,  he  s u p p o s e d ,  we r e  
b e t t e r  t h a n  o n e s  o f  A f r i c a n  p e a s a n t s  s t r e a m i n g  o u t  o f  p l a g u e -  
r i d d e n  vi l l ages ,  v i e w e d  f r o m  h e l i c o p t e r s .
N i c o l e  r a i sed  h e r  f ace t o  t h e  w a r m  jet s ,  l u x u r i a t i n g .  “J a c e k ,  
get  i n . ” Sh e  r i n s e d  of f  s o a p  w h i l e  he  s t o o d  w i t h  o n e  f o o t  o n  t o p  of  
t h e  o t h e r .
“ Hey,  w h a t  a b o u t  y o u r  h a i r , ” he  c h i d e d .
“ I d o n ’t n e e d  to  wa s h  it ev e r y  t i m e , ” s h e  p o i n t e d  o u t .
H e  s h o o k  o f f  t h e  r o b e  a n d  s t u m b l e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  c u r t a i n  
as s he  t u r n e d  to face h i m ,  p a r t l y  b l o c k i n g  t h e  spray.  I h e  w a t e r  
s e e m e d  to  e m a n a t e  f r o m  h e r  p h y s i q u e .  “ D i d  y o u  k n o w  i t ’s ex a c t l y  
t w o  m o n t h s  t il l  S m i l e  at  Li f e?”
“ I ’m f r eez i ng ,  let  m e  in t h e  h o t . ” T h e i r  w e t  h i p s  a n d  a r m s  
s l id pas t  e a c h  o t h e r  as t h e y  t r a d e d  spaces .  S h e  n o t i c e d  t h r e a d s  of
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black hai r  s p r ou t i n g  above bis c rotch.
“ H o w  can we go? he said.  “We can' t  leave the  house.  
“W e ’ll be ou t  by then ,  she said,  squeez i ng  s h a m p o o  over 
his hair.  “We have to. T h e  f o o d ’ll be gone.
“ I d o n ’t wa n t  to wash my hai r  ei ther .
“ Please? I t ’s really oily. 1 can shine  it up.  A d r ama t i c  
sigh ind i ca t ed  approval .  “ Even if the  elect r ic is ou t ,  s ome  people  
will get  to the  conference ;  maybe  not  everybody.  I t ’s a two h o u r  
drive.
Kenny  poked  in. “ hive mi nu tes .
“M o m ,  do  you t h i nk  a n y b o d y  died,  of the  Fun- Schoo l -
ers:
“Wel l . ’ She cons ide r ed  it. “O f  a bo u t  twen t y  people  in 
ou r  g roup ,  i t ’s possible.  I just  kn o w whoever  is hea l thy  will get  to 
Smile at Life.
the nodding sign:
Nicole  had one  leg over the arm o f  an Ikea chair ,  r eading Britan- 
nica Vol. Twelve. “ D e h y d r a t i on  can be con t ro l l ed  wi th  f luid t h e r ­
apy and  headaches  wi th  a sp i r i n— can you bel ieve this shit? T h a t ’s 
all they have ab o u t  flu. I can' t  bel ieve I wrote  school  repor t s  f rom 
these books . ’’
Kenny  was s t udy i ng  the  more  general  macropaed ia .  
I h e r e ’s a full page abou t  viral ca t egor i es— n o t h i n g  pract ical .  
I 'm be g i nn i n g  to see how mo n k s  learned,  h a n d - c o p y i n g  the same 
books  over and over .”
She was in the next  volume.  “ I hey d o n ’t have M a r b u r g  
disease.”
“ M o m ,  I got  a new level .” Jacek was w r ap p e d  in a b l anke t  
on  the couch.  “ I just ki l led ab o u t  a h u n d r e d  peop l e . ”
“S o me b od y  c om p a r ed  it to Ma r bu r g ,  K e n n y  said.  “ But
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Ma r bu r g  might  have h ap p e n e d  after  ’n ine ty- three .  I d o n t  know.  
Dad got  these Brittannica when he ret i red in n i ne t y - t h r ee . ”
Jacek coughed  f rom the chest .  “U h - o h ,  s ounds  like M a r ­
burg . ”
Nicole  got  up and  pu t  her hand  flat to his forehead.  He 
mo a ne d  and shook his body  hard eno u g h  to make  the s o u nd  u n ­
dulate,  clearly enjoying himself .  “Stop it, she said.
“I ’m not  do i ng  an y t h i n g . ”
“Yes, you are. You’re act ing like you have the n o d d i n g  sign 
and y o u ’re hu r t i ng  our  feelings.  Jacek had reacted to the news 
clips as ma ny  Amer i can  ch i ldren  h a d — semi - naked  Afr ican boys 
and girls n o d d i n g  thei r  heads  looked s t range,  even funny.  Nicole  
had expla ined that  the chi ldren were in a t rance.
Worr ied ,  she sk ipped her  b a t h r o o m  chores  tha t  night .
“ H e ’s sweat ing,  Kenny.  Jacek s b e d r oo m  was h u mi d ,  the 
door  always shu t  once Jay was in bed,  Nicole  wedg i ng  a towel  
unde r nea t h .  It r emi nded  Kenny  of his p o t - s m o k i n g  days in high 
school .
T h e  next  morn i ng ,  s ome t h i n g  hot  on  his ches t  woke  him.  It was 
his b u r n i n g  hands .  Kenny had the same c r us h i ng  panic  wh e n  they 
laid h im off work,  and Nicole  real ized he was sick the m o m e n t  
she saw his face.
“O h  my god.  I’m giving you all the f rui t  Jacek w o n t  eat ,
she said.
“ He won' t  eat any f rui t , ” Kenny said,  s udden l y  accept ing  
his f reedom,  his household  dut ies  at an end.  1 here was n o t h i ng  
left but  to wai t  for the fer ryman and proceed  across the River 
Styx.
Nicole washed her  n ightc lothes  in Epsom salts and  boi led 
water  on  the stove and moved into Jacek’s r oom on a pal let .  He 
h op p e d  in wi th her  as if it was a Smile at Life sleepover.
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She  d u g  o u t  a s o u p  p o t  to use for  a t oi l e t .  K e n n y ’s t h i n k ­
ing was i m p a i r e d ,  b u t  he was  ab l e  to c o n v i n c e  he r  it was  m o r e  
s a n i t a r y  to use t he  b a t h r o o m  a n d  c lean u p  wh i l e  he was  ab l e  t ha n  
to e m p t y  a c o n t a m i n a t e d  b u c k e t .  “ I t ’s M i d d l e  Ages , ” he  said.  
“ You s t a r t  p l a y i ng  wi t h  c h a m b e r  p o t s — ,” a n d  he  fell asleep.
She  f o u n d  t he  lid a n d  he c o m p r o m i s e d :  use  t he  p o t  for  
u r i n a t i n g .  E m p t y  w i t h  p o t h o l d e r s  to keep  h a n d s  c l ean.  W i p e  
d o w n  t he  t oi l e t .  She  c l e a ne d  aga in  i f  Jacek  w a n t e d  to pee ,  p a c i n g  
o u t s i d e  t he  b a t h r o o m ,  h e c k l i n g  her  to hur ry .
As his t e m p e r a t u r e  c l i m b e d ,  N i c o l e  s p o k e  t h r o u g h  t he  
d o o r  in m u f f l e d  t ones ,  r e l ay ing  t ha t  Jay  mi s sed  h i m.  N i g h t  a n d  
day  m e r g e d  a n d  t h e  g e n e r a t o r ’s w h i n e  f i l led his he a d  at  all hour s .  
O n e  m o r n i n g  he saw “get  wel l"  a n d  “ bes t  d a d  in t he  w o r l d ” on  t he  
pane l s  o f  a c r u d e  p a p e r  box p i eced  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  S c o t c h  t ape  on 
t he  n i g h t s t a n d .  H e  g r a d u a l l y  real ized Jay h a d  c o l o r e d  t he  fat  l e t ­
ters o u t s i d e  t h e  l ines l ike s o m e o n e  w h o  had  never  used a c r a yon .  
K e n n y  o n c e  read a b o u t  Spec ia l  N e e d s  on  a we bs i t e  a n d  sugges t ed  
ro N i c o l e  t ha t  Jay m i g h t  have  A s p e r g e r ’s S y n d r o m e .  She  e x p l a i n e d  
to K e n n y  t ha t  g i f t ed  was  also a Special  Ne e d .
Af t e r  Jacek  d e p l e t e d  t he  m a c  a n d  cheese ,  he bea t  his s t o m ­
ach as if it was  a g i a n t  leech a n d  howl e d .  N i c o l e  s ugge s t e d  he t ear  
pages  f r om t he  B r i t a n n i c a  o n e  at  a t i m e  to ca l m h i mse l f .  Da ys  
later,  t he r e  was  a pi le  o f  pages  a n d  e m p t y  covers .
“ Kenny ,  we have  to t a l k . ” She  p o u n d e d  t h e  d o o r  u n t i l  
he o p e n e d  his eyes a n d  k n o c k e d  over  his l amp .  S o m e t h i n g  had  
c h a n g e d .  She  was  s ay i ng  g o o d b y e .
“ D o  you  t h i n k  y o u r  b o d y ’s g i v i ng  u p ? ” she  said.
H e  l a bo r e d ,  “ Yes.”
“ W h e n  you  die,  1 have  to mo v e  you .  It's u n s a n i t a r y . ” She  
was q u i e t  for  a l o n g  m o m e n t .  “ I can he lp  you  to t he  b a s e m e n t  i f  
you can walk .  W h e n  t he  t i m e  c o me s ,  1 11 d r a g  you  in t he  s t o r age  
r o o m . ”
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K e n n y  t r i e d  to  ra ise h is  leg.  “ 1 c a n ’t . ” T h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  
s e e m e d  to  r e s u m e  la t e r  in  t h e  day.
“ L i s t en ,  if y o u  c a n  s t a n d  lo r  a s e c o n d ,  I 11 p u s h  t h e  b e d  
c lo se  to  t h e  w i n d o w . ” T h e  h e a t  f r o m  t h a t  s id e  was  a l r e a d y  u n b e a r ­
ab le .  “ T h e n  I ca n  p u s h  y o u  o u t  to  t h e  n e i g h b o r ' s  y a r d .  T h e y ’re 
g o n e  a n d  I d o n ’t t h i n k  t h e y ’re c o m i n g  b a c k .
Tea rs  r o l l ed  d o w n  his  face.  S h e  was  c r y i n g  o n  t h e  o t h e r
s ide .
In his fever,  he  w a d e d  ac ro s s  a f l o o d e d  f loor ,  h is  p a r e n t ’s 
o l d  t r a c t  h o m e  o r  o n e  h e ’d v i s i t e d  o n  a S u n d a y  “o p e n  h o u s e , ” 
s n a k i n g  his s h o u l d e r s  t h r o u g h  a c o n s t r i c t e d  p a s sa g e ,  s o m e t i m e s  
o p e n i n g  to a p a l a t i a l  e s t a te .
T he  s o u n d  o f  r a in  f i l led  t h e  r o o m .  H i s  h e a d  a c h e d  to  ra ise 
it. T h e  p o t  was  t o o  h ea v y  to  m o v e .  H e  p u s h e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  p l a s t i c  
c u r t a i n s  o ve r  t h e  d o o r  a n d  c a m e  to  t h e  l i v in g  r o o m .  It  w as  b r i g h t ,  
b u t  n o t  as h o t  in t h e  m a i n  r o o m s .  Jay  was  o n  t h e  c o u c h ,  s q u e a l i n g  
a t  t h e  s ig h t  o f  h i m .
“Yo u’ve g o t  to  p u t  b o w ls  u n d e r  t h e  f i r e p la c e ,  Jay. T o  c a t c h  
leaks .  Jay  h e ld  h is  b l a n k e t  in f r o n t  l ike  a s t u d e n t  m a t a d o r .
" D a d ,  y o u ’re k i l l i n g  us.  Y o u ’re k i l l i n g  u s . ” N i c o l e ’s h e a d  
a p p e a r e d  f r o m  a h o l e  in t h e  f loor .  K e n n y  p l e a d e d  w i t h  h e r  to  get  
t h e  s t a in l e s s  s tee l  m i x i n g  b o w ls .
“ I t ’s n o t  r a i n i n g , ” sh e  s h o u t e d .  “ I ’m  r u n n i n g  t h e  g e n e r a t o r  
for  J a c e k ’s b a t t e r i e s .  T h e y  d o n ’t h o l d  c h a r g e ,  K e n n y .  I ’m  s o r r y . ” 
H e  d i d n ’t u n d e r s t a n d  w h y  h e r  h e a d  was  d i s e m b o d i e d .
She ra ised  h e r  a r m s  a n d  h e r d e d  h i m  b a c k  to  t h e  r o o m .  
“J a c e k  has  to  k ee p  p l a y i n g  i f  he  w a n t s  to  be  a g a m e  d e s i g n e r  s o m e ­
d ay . ”
I he b e d  c a u g h t  h i m ,  s w a l l o w i n g  his face  in p i l lo w .  It was  
so so f t  he  fell a s l eep  a t  o n c e  w i t h o u t  s t r e n g t h  to  m a k e  a c h a n n e l  
for  air,  an  i n f a n t  s m o t h e r e d  by t h e  w e i g h t  of  h is  h e a d ;  all b u t  los t ,  
save  for  t h e  i n v o l u n t a r y  f l ex in g  o f  his  b o d y .  It h a d  a wi l l  o f  its
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own.
Some t ime later,  he was brui sed on the floor.  Nicol e  had 
left a t ray and he managed  to sit against  the wall ,  sucking  the 
s t r aw— apricot it said on the can.  He never  cared for apr icot ,  he 
real ized,  as he drew it in. As the walls wavered,  con t r a c t i ons  and 
rele ases o f  muscle  made  his head move sl ight ly back and for th.  
His  jaw s lackened and his m o u t h  h u n g  open  as in autopsy,  eves 
d i l a t i ng w i t h o u t  sight .  Rh y t h mi c  t h u m p i n g  sent  sloshes o f  b lood 
to the edges of his skull ,  to an endless  hor i zon.  Apr ico t  juice and 
saliva rolled off his chin  in u n du l a t i n g  t ides e x t end i ng  for miles,  
each d rop  to the pudd l e  on the f loor as big as an El C a m i n o .
the neighborhood:
NX hen sel f -awareness came back,  Kenny  p onde r e d  tha t  it was the 
essence o f  humani ty .  Unfami l i a r  food or  d r i nk  i nduced  the nod-  
d ing  sign.  It was discovered early on;  new foods were a catalyst  
for the n o d d i n g  sign,  which  took the form o f  a seizure,  of ten fol ­
lowed by cardiac arrest .  But  you had to be infected wi th n o d d i n g  
disease first. I he I V repor t ed  r umor s  by the end.  Survival  rates 
were a guess t imate;  every t h ing  was.  He  felt d r a ined  and  beat  up,  
but  s o me t h i n g  good was happen i ng .  He  loved the n e i g h bo rh o od  
in s u m m e r t i m e  and  wan t ed  to see it. A hopeful  exc i t ement  shot  
t h r ough  him.
Leaning,  pu l l ing the do o r  aside,  he s taggered smack into a 
web,  mome n t a r i l y  held by a t r ans l ucen t  wall .  His  mi nd  spa rked—  
took the sharp edge of the pot  lid and cut  the plast ic like but ter .  
He  was also bar r i caded by the old loveseat.  Nicol e  had s tood it 
on end ,  b locking  his exit.  Jay slept  on it only  a year ago,  s i tua ted 
at the foot  o f  thei r  bed.  He spent  his first eleven years nest led 
between t h e m — a t t ac h m e n t  p a r en t i n g — unt i l  Kenny  said e nough  
already.  I hey were a warm fami ly in winter ,  shar ing  the same cov-
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ers u n t i l  J ay  f i na l l y  m i g r a t e d  d o w n  t o  t h e i r  f eet  o n  t h e  l oves ea t  
l ike a S a i n t  B e r n a r d .  K e n n y  h a d  l i t t l e  s t r e n g t h  in hi s  a r m s ,  b u t  he  
s q u e e z e d  pas t .
Hi s  s c r a t c h y  v o i ce  a n d  lyr i cs  f r o m  hi s  y o u t h  a b o u t  Flying 
l ike an  e a g l e ” d r e w  Jay  i n t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m .
“ D a d ,  y o u ’re s h o w e r i n g  w i t h o u t  t h e  g e n e r a t o r , ” he  s a i d .
“ C o l d  s h o w e r , ” he  a n s w e r e d .
F r o m  t h e  l i v i ng  r o o m ,  N i c o l e  t h o u g h t  s h e  was  h a l l u c i n a t ­
ing.  K e n n y  l a p p e d  u p  a b o wl  o f  l e n t i l s  l ike  a d o g .  H e  h a d  b a d ­
g e r e d  fay e v e r y  s t e p  of  t h e  w a y  to  o p e n  t h e m ,  hi s  f i r s t  use  o f  a c a n  
o p e n e r ,  a n d  he  exce l l ed .
T h e  ma l e s  w a n t e d  o u t .  S h e  a s k e d  if K e n n y  c o u l d  l ive for  
a w h i l e  at  t h e  n e i g h b o r ' s  n e x t - d o o r  a n d  see w h a t  Food t h e y  a b a n ­
d o n e d  a n d  b r i n g  it t o  t h e  p o r c h  u n t i l  s he  wa s  s u r e  h e  w a s n ’t c o n ­
t a g i o u s .  H e  r e s p o n d e d  by  r i p p i n g  t a p e  of f  t h e  b a c k d o o r .  F i f t e e n  
p o u n d s  l i gh t e r ,  he  t h r e a d e d  a be l t  t h r o u g h  t h e  l o o p s  in hi s  s h o r t s .  
J ay  f o l l o w e d  h i m  t o  t h e  b a c k  d e c k  h o l d i n g  a h a n d k e r c h i e f  o v e r  hi s  
nose .
T h e  p a t i o  g l a r e  was  v i c i ous .  J ay  w a t c h e d  h i m  l i m p  d o w n  
t h e  s t eps .
“ 1 d o n ’t w a n t  t o  l eave M o m ,  h e  c r i e d  o u t  a n d  K e n n y
w a v e d .
H e  w a l k e d  a r o u n d  t h e  h o u s e  u p  t h e  s l o p e  o f  t h e  d r i v e ,  t h e  
S a n t a  An a s  s t i r r i n g  t h e  air.  Fa R o d a  was  s i l e n t  as S u n d a y  m o r n ­
ing.  Fie c o u l d  w a l k  t h e  b o u l e v a r d  if h e  h a d  t h e  s t r e n g t h ,  t w o  
mi l e s  t o  t h e  P a s a d e n a  B r i d g e  a n d  ac r os s  t h e  A r r o y o  Seco .
G e r b e r ’s ga i t  c a u g h t  hi s  eye.  H e  r o u n d e d  t h e  c o r n e r  o f  
hi s  h o u s e  b o u n c i n g  l ike a g i a n t  r a b b i t  w i t h  a n  a r m f u l  o f  w h i t e  
b u c k e t s .  D i z z i n e s s  c a m e  a n d  Jay  s t a r t l e d  h i m  c l i m b i n g  t h e  d r i v e ,  
h u f f i n g  t h r o u g h  hi s  h a n d k e r c h i e f ,  a n d  t h e y  w a l k e d  s i d e  b y  s i de ,  
hi s  s o n  tal ler ,  n o t  h u n c h e d  o v e r  a g a m e .  H e  p i c t u r e d  J ay  s w i n g i n g  
a b a t  a n d  r u n n i n g  bases .
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I hey  r ea c he d  C h i c k a s a w  Dr i v e  a n d  t he  s i l ence  c o n t i n u e d .  
1 he d r o n e  o f  t raf f ic  was a bs e n t .
‘D a d ,  it s t i nks .  H e  revealed his face,  b u t  c ove red  it w h e n  
t he  full  force  o f  p u t r e f a c t i o n  hi t ,  w a l k i n g  pas t  t he  first  s t o r y  g a ­
rage o f  an a p a r t m e n t  full  of  cars.  I hey c a m e  to a c h e r r y  red,  p l a s ­
t ic Vons  car t .  A b a n d o n e d  car t s  had  a lways  i nc e n s e d  h i m.  T h e y  
were  l ike t he  w o r n  pa r t s  of  his hous e ,  d e m a n d i n g  a t t e n t i o n .
C o l o r a d o  Bou l e va r d  was  a G r a n d  C a n y o n  of vacancy.  It 
r e s e mb l e d  l i b r a ry  p h o t o s  of  Eagle  Rock  in t he  t i m e  o f  cab l e  cars.  
Hi s  t h r o a t  h u r t  a n d  he w o n d e r e d  w h y  t h e y ’d l ived to sec it, r es i s t ­
i ng t h e  n o t i o n  his f ami l y  was  bl essed.
Ta c o  Bell was  ca rved  i n t o  a space  b e t w e e n  t h e  o l d ,  c o m ­
merc ia l  t wo- s t o r i e s .  A h a n d - m a d e  sign read:  “ W e r e  open!  N o  
c h i c k e n .  S o m e t h i n g  m o v e d  b e h i n d  t he  glass.
“ D a d ,  1 w a n t  t h r e e  t acos ,  no  l e t t uc e  or  t o ma t o e s .
An o l d e r  t een  c a m e  to t he  w i n d o w .  O v e r  t he  years ,  K e n n y  
had  dea l t  w i t h  s o m n a m b u l a n t ,  m i n i m u m  wage  cash i e r s  d r a g g i n g  
o u t  w o r d s  a n d  o f f e r i ng  i nc o r r e c t  c h a n g e ,  b u t  thi s  boy  was  raving.
“ 1 o p e n e d  ye s t e r day  a n d  had  t h r e e  c u s t o m e r s .  Peop l e  to ld  
t he i r  f r i ends  a n d  t o d a y  a c a r l oad  a l m o s t  c l e a ne d  m e  ou t .
“Arc you  t h e  o n l y  e m p l o y e e ? ’
“ Yeah.  T h e  m a n a g e r  d i ed .  1 got  p l e n t y  of  beans .  T h e y ’re 
in a mix you  h e a t  wi t h  water .  1 was  t r a i n i n g  for  a s s i s t an t  m a n ­
ager  a n d  t he  o w n e r  d i ed  too ,  so thi s  i sn’t exac t ly  a r egu l a r  Bell.
I set my  o w n  pr ices .  T h e  o w n e r  was  s ick b u t  wi l l ed  m e  his s t o r e  
b e c aus e  his f ami ly  d i ed .  1 got  it on  paper .  He  p r o d u c e d  a h a n d ­
wr i t t e n  no t e .  K e n n y  felt  a s t i r r i ng  of  a d m i r a t i o n ,  gue s s i ng  by 
e t h n i c i t y  t h a t  t he  boy  was  p u b l i c - s c h o o l e d .
“ H o w  m u c h  is a beef  b u r r i t o ? ’
“ N i n e  dol l a r s ,  t he  t een  said.  “ 1 have  to get  t h i n g s  at
Vons .
“ Vons  is open?  H e  t u r n e d  to Jay, rel i eved.
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“ In  t h e  p a r k i n g  lot .  I t ’s a Ilea m a r k e t  o n  S a t u r d a y .  I h a t s  
w h y  t h e  b u r r i t o  is n i n e .  II y o u  w a n t  a s u p e r ,  i t s  t h i r t e e n .  I t s  t h e  
bes t  I can  do.  Pr i ces  are  g o i n g  c r azy  a n d  p e o p l e  a re  t r a d i n g  a l c o ­
h o l . ”
T h e  b o y  was  c h a r g i n g  t h i r t y - n i n e  d o l l a r s  for  t h r e e  s u p e r  
b e e f  b u r r i t o s ,  b u t  m o n e y  m i g h t  a l r e a d y  he  w o r t h l e s s .  H e  w a n t e d  
to say it, b u t  s o m e t h i n g  s t o p p e d  h i m .  1 he  b o y  was  clever .  H e  
c o u l d  t ak e  ca r e  o f  h i ms e l l .
Jay a t e  as t h e y  w a l k e d ,  m o a n i n g  a n d  g u l p i n g ,  b u t  K e n n y  
was  t o o  s h o c k e d .  A w o r l d  w i t h o u t  m o n e y  c o u l d  n o t  e x p e c t  m o r t ­
gage  p a y m e n t s .  Jay  l a u g h e d  o u t  a c l u m p  ol  f o o d .  I n e v e r  t a s t e d  a 
b u r r i t o  t h i s  g o o d  in m y  e n t i r e  l i fe. ’
N i c o l e  was  s i t t i n g  in t h e  f r o n t  l a wn ,  w e e p i n g  in a t e a r ­
less way.  T h e  grass  was  b a r e l y  h a n g i n g  o n  w i t h o u t  t h e  a u t o m a t i c  
s p r i n k l e r .  T h e y  we r e  a w a y  t o o  l o n g  a n d  K e n n y  k n e w  it. H e  o f ­
fe red h e r  a b u r r i t o .
“ S i n c e  w h e n  d o  t h e y  use  a l u m i n u m  f o i l ?”
“ M o m ,  t h e s e ’re g o o d .  It t a s t es  d i f f e r e n t  b e c a u s e  t h e  g u y  
h a d  to get  d i f f e r e n t  c h e e s e  t h a n  I a c o  Bell  uses .  I n g r e d i e n t s  are  
s u p p o s e d  to he d e l i v e r e d  f r o m  a c e n t r a l  w a r e h o u s e .  T h a t ’s w h y  all 
t h e  r e s t a u r a n t s  t a s t e  t h e  s a m e . ”
K e n n y  e x p l a i n e d  t h e  n e w  o w n e r s h i p  w h i l e  s he  f l u n g  o p e n  
t h e  b u r r i t o  a n d  m a s s a g e d  h o t  s a u c e  o u t  of  a p a c k e t .  “ H e  g o t  a 
l es son in f r a n c h i s e s . ” K e n n y  was  p r o u d  o f  hi s  p a r t .  By t h e  t i m e  
N i c o l e  t o o k  a b i t e ,  J ay  h a d  f i n i s h e d  a n d  a s k e d  hi s  d a d  for  t h e  rest  
of  his.  T h e  s u d d e n  i n t a k e  o f  f o o d  h a d  m a d e  K e n n y  l i g h t - h e a d e d  
a n d  he  r ead i l y  h a n d e d  it over .  H e  was  w e a k  b u t  h a p p y  to  s t a n d  in 
t he  b r e eze  w i t h  his f a m i l y  ea t i n g .
In t h e  ga r age ,  he  f o u n d  t h e  s w i n g  b l a d e  t h a t  t h e  p r e v i o u s  
o w n e r  h a d  left .  A r m s  t r e m b l i n g ,  he  m a n a g e d  to  c h o p  a f ew we e d s  
a l o n g  t h e  p a t i o  u n t i l  t h e  s i c k n e s s  h i t .  H e  s p r i n t e d  to  t h e  t o i l e t  
d o w n s t a i r s .  F r o m  t h e  f l oo r  a b o v e  we r e  c r i es  t oo  t e r r i f y i n g  to  c o n -
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nect wi th his own pain.  T h e  e n e m y  c l inched his gut  every step up  
the hack stairs.
I he house  was an oven.  Jay was sc reaming in his room and 
Nicole  shou t ed ,  her  voice coac h i ng  f rom the  b a t h r o o m .  “C o m e  in 
here and vomi t .
“Fuck v o mi t i n g , ” Jay shou ted .  T h a t  word.  It s t ung  Kenny  
in his misery.  He  locked o n t o  Ni c o l e ’s face, reflected in the toi let  
water  as the flush set t led.  “You t rus ted  a kid.  We ate d i r t y  mea t  
or let tuce.
Jay was heaving f rom his bed,  ho l d i ng  a coyote  s tance on 
all fours.  "1 hope  that  kid gets n o d d i n g  sign,  he screamed.
a trip  to the local m arket:
Kenny and Ge r be r  broke  down  the  doo r  across the st reet  and 
f ound Joe on his couch,  hands  g r i pp i ng  a Diet  Dr. Pepper  in r igor 
mort i s .  T h e r e  was no mac and  cheese in the ki t chen or  any o the r  
i t em on Jay’s shor t  list.
Saturday,  Kenny  dec ided to walk.  He wan t ed  to save gas 
and had to admi t  the  a b a n d o n e d  cart  was on his mi nd .
“Are you so old you forgot  how to work  a s imple  analog 
device? Jay said to his father,  reviewing the walkie- ta lkie  o p ­
erat ion.  1 hey h a d n ’t used t h e m since his first year at Waldorf .  It 
seemed to K e nny  a long enough  t ime  to forget ,  bu t  Jay’s wor ld 
was too c i rcumscr ibed  to forget  any t h ing .  T h e r e  was n’t any space 
taken up  wi th worry.
I he s idewalk radiated.  H e  came to the cart  and wr apped  
his hands  over the handle ,  pus h i ng  and  s lowing u n d e r  the o c ­
casional  awning .  Six h u n d r e d  dol lars  were in his pocket ,  five in 
h u n d r e d  dol l ar  bills,  but  he w o n d e r ed  if they had value.  T h e  spots  
of shade  were hard to leave. He un t i ed  his shoes and s l ipped the 
hu nd r e ds  in.
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At Taco Bell, he d e c id e d  to c o m p l a in .  K e n n y  rol led the 
cart  past the fal len s ign in the  p a rk in g  lot to the  d r iv e - th r u  w i n ­
dow  and  saw the boy lying next  to s tacked  cases o f  h y d ro g e n a t e d  
beans.  His  chest  and  head were speck led  wi th  bu l le t  holes ,  his 
lace cha lky white .
T h e  smell came.
He raced the car t  over gaps be tw een  the  p a rk in g  lot and  
bou levard  to get  away from tha t  bean  and  d e a th  smell .  He  c o u l d n ’t 
tell Jay, no t  o n  a walkie ,  and  was s u d d e n ly  p leased  they  to o k  h im  
o u t  ol  the Waldor f .  School s  were f in i shed  now.
He pushed  the car t  in the m idd le  lane by the  m e d i a n .  T h e  
bakery, I r i tch  H a rdw a re ,  and  Casa  Bianca  Pizza were closed.  T he 
d o n u t  s hop  w indow s  were des troyed .  He w a s n ’t aware o f  the  heat ,  
his life on fire.
“ Hel lo ,  J a y . ’ He  released the b u t t o n .
Al ter  several seconds ,  “Yeah. Jay was d rowsy  and  the s ig­
nal was weak on lou r  d o u b l e - A s .
“ Testing. D o  1 s o u n d  good? O v e r . ”
“ Your ba t te r ies  s uc k .”
K enny  was nosta lg ic  a b o u t  last m o n t h ,  p leasan t ly  s l id ing  
in to  a pair  ol  loose jeans.  He  heard  an en g in e  far away.
“ D ad ,  I t h o u g h t  o f  a n o t h e r  cereal.
“ I can barely hear  y o u . ”
“ I told you H o n e y  N u t  C h e e r io s  or  Frosted F lakes .” T h e  
voice c rack led .  1 w a n t  to add  Lucky  C h a r m s .  1 can  live w i th  any  
o f  those .” I he ba t te r i es  were fad ing  in the  heat .  “ D id  you  get  
tha t ,  Dad.'' 1 he words  be c am e  barks  o f  s ta t ic ,  like gam e  samples  
bu t  they o r ig in a te d  from his flesh and  b lo o d .  Jay was p r o b a b ly  
cursing .
It cam e  over the ho r izon  at u n g o d ly  speed ,  a gr i f f in  or  
d r a g o n  from C reek  m y th o l o g y — the  H u m m e r ,  largest  S U V  m ade ,  
this one  long  as a l im ous in e .
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He  a b a n d o n e d  t he  car t  a n d  c rossed  t he  b o u l ev a r d ,  l i m p ­
i ng  close to t he  ho u s e s  o n e  l awn at  a t i me .  I he vehic l e  passed 
w i t h o u t  i n c i d e n t  a n d  K e n n y  h e a d e d  t o wa r d  Hi l l  Dr i ve ,  n o r t h  o f  
C o l o r a d o ,  wh e r e  h o m e s  g r ew tall a n d  roads  w i d e n e d .  H e  c o u l d  
c i r c le  ha c k  to Vons ,  a v o i d i n g  t he  m a i n  r oad .  Bi rds  ca l l ed ,  h u t  
g r o u n d  life was  q u i e t ,  t he  b a c k y a r d  dogs  h a v i n g  d e h y d r a t e d .  A 
car  d o o r  was left  o pe n .  H a i f a  l awn a n d  h u s h e s  t oas t e d  black.  H e  
c r aved  water .  1 he  m o r e  he  c l i m b e d ,  t he  g r e e n e r  it be c a me .
R e s t i n g  a ga i n s t  a p i n e  t r u n k ,  b r e a t h i n g  it in,  he  real ized 
he  d i d n ’t have  t h e  w alkie.
P i nes  a n d  h u n d r e d - y e a r  oaks  j o i n e d  b r a n c h e s  over  t he  
s t r ee t  in a rches .  T h e  breeze  r e t u r n e d  a n d  a s l iver  o f  f r eeway  was  
vi s ible,  t he  134 to Pa s a dena ,  q u i e t  as be f o r e  t he  E u r o p e a n s  a r ­
r ived.  O n l y  waf t s  o f  p u t r i d  o d o r  wer e  r ecent .  H e  sat  d o w n  a n d  
p i c t u r e d  his f ami ly  in t he  b r o i l i n g  h o u s e  o n  La Roda .  If n e i g h b o r ­
h o o d s  were  e mp t y ,  t he  su rv i vo r s  c o u l d  live w h e r e  t hey  w a n t e d .  
T h e  r epr i eve  was  so i n t ens e ,  his eyes f i l led up.
T h e s e  we r e  his f avor i t e  h o m e s ,  a p p r a i s e d  c o u n t l e s s  t i mes  
on  wa l ks  to t he  pa rk :  t he  end l e s s  r a nc h  on  t h e  c o r n e r  lot ;  t he  t wo-  
s t o r y  S p a n i s h  w i t h  a f o u r t e e n - f o o t  p i c t u r e  w i n d o w ;  t he  m a g i s t e ­
rial s t o n e  a n d  w o o d  c r a f t s m a n .  H e  l i m p e d  u p  t he  r a n c h ’s p o r c h  
a n d  k n o c k e d  o n  t h e  e n o r m o u s  door .  I he key u n d e r  a p l a n t  led 
h i m  to a s p a c i o u s  l iv ing r o o m  N i c o l e  w o u l d  have  d i ed  for.
Breeze f r o m a s l i d i ng  glass wal l  in t he  ha c k  d r ew  h i m to 
l ight  r e f l ec t i ng  o f f  wa t e r  a n d  he  h a d  t h e  s en s a t i o n  t h a t  he  was  
h a c k  in col l ege,  h o u s e - s i t t i n g .  T h e r e  was  a t r ace  o f  c o o k i n g  odor .
O n  t he  far  s ide  o f  t he  poo l ,  a w o m a n  was  t wi s t e d  a w k ­
wa r d l y  over  a s h a d e d  recl iner .  H e r  a r m s  d a n g l e d ,  h a n d s  r es t i ng  
on  Sal t i l lo  t i le.  She  wo r e  j eans ,  a s h o r t - s l e e v e d  b l ous e  a n d  s u n ­
glasses,  a n d  d i d n ’t a p p e a r  l ong  dead .  H e  w a n t e d  to fall in t he  pool  
a n d  q u e n c h  his t h i r s t .  Af t e r  an e t e rn i t y ,  she rai sed a h a n d  a n d  
s c r a t c h e d  he r  neck.
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He crossed the threshold ,  edging to the house-s ide o f  the 
pool.  He a n n o u n ce d  himsel f  and  she bolted upr ight .
“W ha t  do you want?
“ I d id n ’t know anyone was alive— I ’m a ne ighbor.” He saw 
bags under  her eyes and long,  disheveled hair.
“Did  you walk here?
“ I was walking to Vons. There  was a sh o o t in g .” He paused 
and could hear the wind tapp ing  a ch lo r ina t ion  buoy against  the 
side o f  the pool.  “ I’ve always adm ired  your house ,” he said. “And 
your landscaping .” He shif ted his weight to his good knee.  I he 
bad one th robbed .
The w om an  swung her leet to the side and leaned for­
ward.  She appeared sluggish or possibly hung  over. He th o u g h t  
she was going to cry, her  voice pained and  smoky.  “ Have you lost 
anyone?” she said.
He nodded ,  s tar ing into the clean aquam ar ine  water  tha t  
separated them.
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